Volume 4, Issue 2, Year 2026

1P+ JW (pgd 0 ylois ¢p yle2 0599

Islamic Knowledge and Insight

An Examination of al-Farabi and Avicenna’s
Views on Ontology, Epistemology, and
Anthropology and Their Educational
Implications

1. Maesoumeh Mohammadi: PhD Student, Department of Educational
Sciences, Ar.C., Islamic Azad University, Arak, Iran

2. Mojgan Mohammadi Naeeni*: Assistant Professor, Department of
Educational Sciences, Ar.C., Islamic Azad University, Arak, Iran. (Email:
MM.NAEENI@IAU.AC.IR)

3. Faezeh Nateghi: Associate Professor, Department of Educational
Sciences, Ar.C., Islamic Azad University, Arak, Iran

o Nl O gucs g S y2o

&)éuy&‘jdb@ o eIy
9 wh&du' 9 ‘5.»&:4 Q@;&o “5»&23
Of Sy sedys

WS oDt 55T o5 (STl ol ¢ (5 p ke 03,8 606573 (6 il (Skomn 4 ona )
ol !

Ol STl el JUTA&_&SL&L&;\J\.-\>|_5uﬂjf}kﬁa};)b_bbliwﬁus.kw;)lfy."
(MM.NAEENI@IAU.AC.IR :55 5 501 c)

Ol STl e Bl 13T oBlils STl oty ¢ 2 7 ke 03,8 5Lkl s bl o 56 ¥

Abstract

The present study was conducted with the aim of examining al-
Farabl and Avicenna’s views on ontology, epistemology, and
anthropology, as well as their educational implications.
Conclusions and recommendations were presented at the end. The
research was qualitative in nature and employed a descriptive,
analytical, and comparative approach following George Brady’s
method. The findings indicate that both philosophers consider
existence to be based on a hierarchy of being and an interconnection
between the material and intelligible worlds, viewing the intellect
and the soul as central to human growth and perfection. In the field
of epistemology, al-Farabi emphasizes the theoretical intellect and
its role in understanding the intelligible realm, whereas Avicenna
incorporates not only theoretical intellect but also practical intellect
and sensory experience into the process of knowledge acquisition.
From an anthropological perspective, both stress the importance of
self-cultivation, the development of moral virtues, and spiritual
elevation; however, clear differences are observed in their
explanation of the stages of human perfection and the relationship
between reason and desire. The educational implications of these
views suggest that education should be founded upon the cultivation
of reason, the strengthening of moral virtues, and the guidance of
humans toward perfection. The results of this study can serve as a
foundation for designing philosophical and ethical educational
programs and for enhancing theoretical understanding of humanity
and the world within Islamic philosophy.

Keywords: al-Farabi, Avicenna, ontology, epistemology,
anthropology, education, Islamic philosophy.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study entitled An Examination of al-Farabr

and Avicenna’s Views on Ontology, Epistemology,
and Anthropology and Their Educational
Implications aims to explore the philosophical
foundations and educational meanings derived
from the works of two major Islamic philosophers,
al-Farabi and Avicenna. The research follows a
qualitative approach using descriptive, analytical,
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and comparative methods in line with George
Brady’s framework. The philosophical reflections
of these two thinkers reveal profound congruence
in viewing existence as hierarchical and ordered,
yet with distinct nuances in their conceptualization
of being, knowing, and human nature. Al-Farabi
presents existence as a dynamic structure governed
by emanation, where all beings derive from the
First Cause and gradually attain perfection through
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intellect. He divides existence into wajib al-wujiud
(Necessary Being) and mumkin  al-wujid
(contingent  being), asserting that true
understanding of the cosmos depends on
recognizing the active intellect as the link between
divine knowledge and human cognition (Farabi,
1985, 2000). Avicenna, while adopting this
Neoplatonic framework, redefines it through his
notion of essential dependence, maintaining that
the world has no temporal beginning but possesses
an essential origin rooted in the Divine. His
ontological system highlights the emanative flow
of being and the gradation of existence as the
metaphysical foundation for human intellectual
ascent (Gharavian, 1997). From an educational
perspective, these ontological views imply that
pedagogy should reflect the order and hierarchy of
existence, guiding the learner progressively from
sensory  experience  toward  metaphysical
understanding and union with the Active Intellect.
This hierarchical conception of being becomes a
model for gradual intellectual development and
moral refinement within Islamic education.

In epistemology, al-Farabi regards knowledge as a
rational and staged process wherein the human
intellect evolves through successive degrees—
potential intellect, actual intellect, and acquired
intellect—until it connects with the Active
Intellect, the source of all intelligibles (Farabi,
1983, 1987). He thus identifies human perfection
with intellectual perfection and sees education as
the means of activating the intellect’s latent
capacities. Sensory perception, imagination, and
reasoning are integrated in this ascending process,
which transforms the learner from mere receptor of
data to an autonomous seeker of truth. Al-Farabi’s
epistemology leads to the pedagogical principle
that instruction must respect the gradual nature of
human cognition and harmonize empirical and
rational methods. Avicenna expands this model by
situating knowledge within the comprehensive
structure of the soul’s faculties—sensation,
imagination, estimation, and intellect—each of
which must be cultivated for true understanding
(Ibn Sina, 1978). His epistemology emphasizes the
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interplay between experience and reason: sensory
data provide material for intellective abstraction,
while the intellect purifies and universalizes that
data. Education, therefore, becomes a process of
guiding the soul from perceptual multiplicity
toward intellectual unity. Both philosophers affirm
that the perfection of knowledge culminates in
metaphysical realization and that pedagogy must
integrate theoretical reflection with practical
engagement to achieve wisdom and virtue.
Al-Farabi’s anthropology portrays the human being
as a rational and social creature endowed with
innate potential for virtue and intellectual growth.
The soul, composed of rational, appetitive, and
spirited faculties, achieves harmony when reason
governs the lower forces. Moral education, for him,
is the art of moderating desires and disciplining
impulses through habituation and reflection
(Samadi, 2008; Tabatabaei, 1983). The perfect
human, or al-insan al-kamil, attains felicity
(sa ‘ada) by realizing both theoretical and practical
virtues, thereby contributing to the virtuous city (al-
madinah al-fadilah). This conception introduces a
social dimension to ethics and education:
individual perfection is inseparable from collective
wellbeing. Al-Farabi envisions the educator as a
philosopher-mentor who, like the emanative
intellect, transmits knowledge and virtue to
learners. Thus, educational systems should aim not
only at intellectual proficiency but also at moral
formation and civic responsibility. Avicenna, while
sharing this teleological view, anchors it more
explicitly in psychological development. He
describes the human soul as emerging from
potentiality toward actuality through disciplined
training, with the rational faculty as its guiding
force (Ibn Sina, 1996, 2016). For Avicenna, virtue
is not innate but acquired; hence education must
begin early, before undesirable habits crystallize.
This underscores the educator’s ethical duty to
nurture dispositions of moderation, justice, and
wisdom through practice, reasoning, and emotional
balance. Both philosophers, therefore, establish
education as the bridge between metaphysical
understanding and ethical praxis.
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In the domain of mystical philosophy, al-Farabi
develops a rational mysticism wherein the ascent of
the intellect parallels spiritual purification. His
system of emanation culminates in the unity of
intellect and intelligible, symbolizing the human
soul’s return to its divine source (Farabi, 1985,
1992). This metaphysical vision shapes a spiritual
pedagogy grounded in intellectual discipline and
moral purification. Education, accordingly, is not
confined to the transmission of information but
becomes an existential journey of self-
transformation. By linking reason and revelation,
al-Farabi reconciles philosophy with religion and
envisions an ideal education that cultivates both
rational inquiry and spiritual insight. Avicenna
extends this synthesis by integrating mystical
experience into his philosophical anthropology.
His allegorical treatises—Hayy ibn Yagzan,
Salaman wa Absal, and Risalat al-Tayr—depict the
soul’s liberation from corporeal attachments and its
ascent toward divine unity (Ibn Sina, 1900, 1985,
2021). These narratives serve as metaphors for
moral and spiritual education: the learner, like the
bird escaping the cage, must transcend the senses
and passions through discipline, contemplation,
and love of truth. In this context, the teacher
functions as the Active Intellect, a guide who
awakens the learner’s latent capacities and directs
them toward ultimate knowledge. The educational
implication is that intellectual training and spiritual
exercise are interdependent stages of the same path
toward perfection.

The comparative analysis between al-Farabi and
Avicenna reveals both convergence and divergence
in their treatment of existence, knowledge, and
human development. Both accept a hierarchical
cosmos emanating from the Necessary Being and
emphasize the centrality of intellect in achieving
happiness. Yet al-Farabi’s philosophy is more civic
and rationalistic, oriented toward constructing an
ideal society through collective virtue and reason,
whereas Avicenna’s thought is more introspective,
focusing on individual moral and intellectual
actualization through the refinement of the soul.
Al-Farabi stresses the communal dimension of
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education, arguing that true happiness arises in the
virtuous city where knowledge and virtue are
institutionalized  (Farabi, 1985). Avicenna,
however, underscores the inner dimension of
education, proposing a differentiated curriculum
based on individual aptitude and moral readiness
(Shirazi, 1989). His advocacy of vocational and
intellectual specialization anticipates modern
educational differentiation, linking learning with
social and economic function. Al-Farabi’s rational-
mystical system offers a model for philosophical
pedagogy founded on dialectic and virtue ethics,
while Avicenna’s psychological model provides a
framework for progressive education that
integrates cognitive, moral, and emotional growth.
The synthesis of their ideas yields a comprehensive
educational philosophy that unites reason,
morality, and spirituality.

The educational implications derived from their
systems suggest a multi-dimensional approach to
human formation. Instruction must cultivate
rational inquiry through logical and empirical
methods, develop moral sensibility through
habituation and reflection, and foster spiritual
awareness through contemplation and self-
knowledge. Both thinkers affirm that the purpose
of education transcends utilitarian goals; it is the
realization of human perfection (kamal al-insan)
through harmony between intellect, morality, and
soul. Contemporary educators can draw from these
insights to design curricula that balance intellectual
rigor with ethical and spiritual education. By
grounding pedagogy in the ontological hierarchy of
being and the epistemological stages of knowing,
Islamic philosophy offers a holistic model of
learning as transformation of the self. The
integration of al-Farabi’s rational discipline and
Avicenna’s psychological depth can thus provide a
framework for cultivating autonomous, virtuous,
and reflective individuals capable of contributing to
both personal and collective flourishing. In
conclusion, the philosophical heritage of these two
great thinkers underscores that the ultimate aim of
education is not merely knowledge acquisition but
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the elevation of the human soul toward truth, virtue,
and unity with the divine source of existence.
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